‘Will 

It  Make  Me 
Fat?’ 

By  Anthony  Lewis 


Dr.  Gustavo  Molina  of  Chile  has 
been  a  leading  figure  in  public  health 
in  Latin  America  for  years;  a  book  of 
his  is  a  standard  text.  He  was  not  in 
politics  in  Chile.  But  as  an  interne  he 
had  roomed  with  Dr.  Salvador  Allende, 
and  he  was  a  lifelong  friend.  At 
Allende’s  request  he  came  out  of  retire¬ 
ment  in  1970  to  administer  a  region 
in  Chile’s  long-established  national 
health  service. 

Dr.  Molina  is  a  grandfatherly  man 
whose  voice  remains  gentle,  his  man¬ 
ner  detached  as  he  describes  what  he 
experienced  after  the  military  coup  in 
Chile.  "I’m  64,  I’m  a  survivor,”  he  says. 
"I  don’t  care  about  me  personally.  I 
said  that  to  the  military  men.” 

On  Jan.  8,  1974,  “three  gentlemen 
from  the  Air  Force,”  as  he  puts  it, 
seized  him  without  notice  in  Santiago. 
They  threw  him  on  the  floor  of  a 
station  wagon  with  two  other  doctors, 
Giorgio  Solimano  and  Reynaldo  Mar¬ 
tinez.  They  were  taken  to  a  prison 
camp  called  Tejas .  Verde  and  kept 
together  in  a  small  room. 

On  Jan.  14  the  three  doctors  were 
taken  to  another  place,  with  hoods 
over  their  heads,  for  questioning.  An 
Officer  told  Dr.  Molina  that  he  was 
suspected  of  "permitting  paramilitary 
instruction  in  your  building.”  Dr. 
Molina  realized  that  he  was  talking 
about  concerts  and  social  and  other 
meetings  iin  the  health  center’s  cafe¬ 
teria.  As  he  tried  to  explain,  he  heard 
another  prisoner  screaming  in  pain. 

Dr,  Molina  was  not  tortured  —  he 
attributes  that  to  his  age.  His  two 
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lioommates  were.  They  were  strapped 
under  gymnastic  "horses,”  beaten  and 
given  electric  shocks. 

“Their  lower  limbs  were  paralyzed,” 

Dr.  Molina  said.  He  added  in  a  calm 
professional  tone:  “It  must  be  a  very 
low  current,  because  the  paralysis 
lasted  only  four  or  five  days.  I  nursed 

them. ” 

Dr.  Solimano’s  torturer,  when  he 
finished,  drank  a  glass  of  mineral 
water.  “Giorgio,”  he  asked  the  doctor, 

“will  it  make  me  fat?” 

The  three  doctors  had  tried  to  pre-  ^ 
pare  themselves  to  behave  “with  dig¬ 
nity.”  So  Dr.  Solimano,  a  nutritionist, 
gave  a  careful  reply  on  the  effects  of  | 
mineral  water. 

“If  you  ever  find  me  outside, 
Giorgio,”  the  torturer  asked,  “what 
will  you  do  to  me?”  Dr.  Solimano  said 
he  would  do  nothing — he  was  a  doctor, 

'  he  helped  people.  The  torturer  re- 
I  sponded;  “Don’t  you  see?  This  is  a 
profession,  just  like  yours.” 

Why  have  people  behaved  so  sav¬ 
agely  in  Chile  since  the  coup?  The 
question  puzzles  Dr.  Molina.  It  used 
to  be  such  an  orderly  country,  so 
law-abiding.  And  the  change  is  not 
confined  to  the  military. 

“The  present  Director  of  Health  was 
my  student  in  1951,”  Dr.  Molina  said 
— “my  favorite  student  for  years.  He 
was  a  member  of  the  Socialist  party 

then.  Now  he  has  become  a  wild  beast, 
asking  the  Army  to  execute  certain 
doctors. 

“Why?  Why  in  Germany?  I  think 
tlie  same  type  of  ferocity  developed 
in  France  after  the  Revolution.  It’s 
like  a  cancer.  Suppose  tomorrow  the 
left  came  to  power  in  Chile.  Would 
we  be  able  to  stop  torture?” 

Another  important  question  is 
whether  outside  pressure  helps  the 
victims  of  torture  and  arbitrary  arrest. 

Dr.  Molina  is  convinced  that  it  does, 
especially  when  it  comes  from  the 
United  States.  He  says  that  various 
expressions  of  U.S.  concern  were  cru¬ 
cially  helpful  to  him,  notably  a  com¬ 
mittee  sent  to  Chile  by  Senator  Edward 
Kennedy.  He  believes  that  Dr.  Soli-  i 
inano  was  saved  by  the  personal  inter¬ 
vention  of  an  American  nutritionist,  i 
Dr.  Nevin  Scrimshaw  of  M.I.T. 

No  formal  charges  were  ever  made 
against  Dr.  Molina  or  the  others.  After 
months  of  confinement  he  and  Drs. 
Solimano  and  Martinez  were  released. 

He  found  asylum  in  the  Swedish,  then 
the  Colombian  Embassy  and  got  out 
to  Colombia.  He  was  interviewed  dur¬ 
ing  a  visit  to  the  United  States,  where 
he  spent  years  of  professional  life  and 
has  many  friends.  He  got  his  Public 
Health  Degree  at  Johns  Hopkins. 

The  Chilean  junta  makes  a  practice 
of  denouncing  as  a  criminal  and  con¬ 
spirator  anyone  who  reports  the  use  , 
of  torture.  It  may  be  well,  therefore,  | 
to  say  that  I  sought  an  estimate  of 
Dr.  Molina  from  a  man  who  was  in 
the  cabinet  of  Allende’s  anti-Commu- 
nist  predecessor  in  Chile,  Eduardo  Frei. 

His  estimate  was:  “a  professional,  a 
moderate  man,  a  serious  man,  a  re¬ 
spected  physician,  not  involved  in 
politics.” 

The  junta  maintains  that  it  has 
issued  orders  against  the  use  of  tor¬ 
ture.  Everett  G,  Martin  of  The  Wall 
Street  Journal,  in  a  thoughtful  recent 
article  from  Santiago,  wrote:  “An  hon¬ 
est  investigation  of  its  own  jails  by 
the  junta  could  end  torture  quickly  ; 
if  its  intentions  were  genuine.” 

Dr.  Molina  does  not  want  to  get 
involved  in  political  attacks  on  the 
junta.  Indeed,  he  was  reluctant  to 
talk  about  his  own  experience — except 
that  he  thought  doing  so  might  help 
.some  doctors  who  are  still  in  prison 
in  Chile.  One  is  Professor  Hugo  Behm, 
an  internationally-known  demographer. 
Another  is  Dr.  Natacha  Carrion,  whose 
husband  was  tortured  and  killed  and 
who  delivered  her  own  baby  in  prison. 

Dr.  Molina  hopes  that  Americans  who 
helped  him  will  care  about  them  as 
weir. 
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